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This paper seeks to describe and account for a common ideology among Tuni-
sians and North Africans more broadly that associates the use of French with 
women, thereby symbolically associating the use of Arabic with men. In this 
regard, the use of French can be said to be “gendered” there. In an effort to 
historicize this phenomenon, I sketch the social history of French in Tunisia, 
particularly in regards to the access female and male Tunisians would histori-
cally have had to it through the institution of schooling. I then consider the 
different relationships contemporary Tunisian men and women have with 
French. Finally, I seek to contextualize these relationships in light of other 
ideologies that are part of Tunisian daily life, particularly notions of “authen-
ticity” and “openness”, tropes of many forms of discourse in Tunisia.






















name,	 [ḷ-marsa],	 the	 pronunciation	 of	al-marsa	 in	Tunisian	Arabic.	Among	
those	who	used	 the	French	version	of	 the	 town’s	name,	some	rendered	 it	 in	





























(e.g.,	 gender,	 nationalism,	 and	 the	 links	 between	 them)	 and,	 second,	 their	
e	verydayness,	particularly	the	ways	they	are	reinscribed	in	countless	mundane	















Tunisia	 is	 the	most	 ethnically	 and	 religiously	 homogeneous	 country	 of	 the	
Arab	world.	Well	over	99%	of	the	native-born	population	is	Muslim,	and	over	
98%	of	 the	native-born	population	identifies	as	Arab.	While	a	few	thousand	





a	variety	of	 their	 heritage	 language.	 (Berber	was,	 of	 course,	 the	 indigenous	
language	of	North	Africa	prior	 to	 the	arrival	of	 the	Phoenicians.)	There	are	
very	few	monolingual	speakers	of	Berber,	especially	among	younger	people,	
and	any	older	monolingual	speakers	are	almost	assuredly	women,	adult	men	
having	 learned	Tunisian	Arabic	 as	 their	 daily	 lives	brought	 them	 in	 contact	
with	 speakers	 of	 the	 language.	 There	 are	 also	 several	 very	 small	 Jewish	









1,	 a	 schematic	diagram	of	 the	Tunisian	 linguistic	 situation	 focusing	on	 lan-
guages,	 language	varieties,	and	language	practices	generally	associated	with	
86	 K. Walters
Figure	1.	 Schematic representation of the Tunisian linguistic situation ( Walters 1996: 528)






















A	 second	category	of	 exception	would	be	 research	on	Arabic	 that	begins	
with	 the	assumption	 that	 the	 language	 is	under	 siege,	whether	 the	enemy	 is	
seen	as	European	languages	or	as	the	spoken	dialects	of	Arabic	that	some	argue	
are	contaminating	the	standardized	variety,	the	fuṣħaa,	traditionally	associated	



























ing	a	plain:	 it	 spread	hearth	 to	hearth,	 school	 to	 school,	 register	 to	 register,	
speech	act	to	speech	act.	French	did	not	spread	like	a	flood	either	and	does	not	
even	now.
Let	 us	 begin	 considering	 the	 spread	 of	 French	 in	Tunisia	 by	 asking	 how	
widespread	knowledge	of	the	language	is	today.	The	most	recent	data	available	
date	 from	 1994.5	They	 present	 a	 snapshot	 of	 the	 demographics	 of	Tunisia,	
however	grainy,	at	that	time,	looking	toward	the	past	with	regard	to	the	lan-
guages	 of	 literacy	 and	 education	—	 the	 variety	 of	Arabic	 taught	 in	 school,	
French,	and	English.	They	tell	a	story	of	the	sociolinguistic	consequences	of	









One	 should	 also	 realize	 that	 the	 status	 of	 French	 in	Tunisia	 continues	 to	
evolve.	Friends	of	mine	there	who	graduated	from	high	school	before	indepen-
dence	have	high	school	diplomas	that	were	valid	in	France	as	well	as	Tunisia	





other	words,	 they	studied	Latin	and	Greek	 in	high	school	but	precious	 little	
Arabic,	and	any	Modern	Standard	Arabic	they	might	have	studied	was	taught	
by	 a	 Frenchman	 using	 the	 grammar/translation	 method.	An	 important	 fact	
about	education	during	the	colonial	period	is	that	from	the	arrival	of	“modern	
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and	many	of	the	teachers	with	whom	I	taught	were	French	coopérants civils or 
militaires,	roughly	contractors	working	for	the	French	government	as	part	of	
aid	to	a	former	French	colony	or	men	fulfilling	their	military	service	require-










is	used	as	a	medium	of	 instruction	only	 in	certain	subjects	at	 the	university	
level	(generally	science,	technology,	engineering,	and	math).	Its	history	there	
and	the	role	it	has	traditionally	played	and	continues	to	play	as	a	marker	of	elite	
status	ensure	that	 it	will	remain	an	important	part	of	 the	symbolic	 linguistic	
economy	and	the	linguistic	ecology	of	the	country.	Yet	while	it	remains	a	sec-
ond	(rather	 than	foreign)	 language	in	 the	perceptions	of	many	Tunisians,	 its	








reserved	 for	French	or	 for	French	and	Arabic	does	not	 signal	 an	end	 to	 the	
symbolic	value	of	French.	 Increasingly,	 the	 issue	 is	not	whether	one	knows	









broadly	help	us	begin	 to	speculate	about	some	of	 the	 reasons	why	Tunisian	
men	and	women	of	each	generation	have	and	have	had	such	different	relation-
ships	with	each	of	their	languages.














lims;	 local	 Jews	—	 those	who	did	 not	 have	European	 citizenship,	 however	
obtained;	and	Europeans.	(Thus,	the	category	“European”	included	European	






regions,	Tunisian	Muslims	made	up	more	 than	 90%	of	 the	 population	 (and	
95%	or	more	in	twelve	of	those)	and	over	85%	in	the	two	others.


























































































































































































































































































































































have	been	 the	Tunisian	 speakers	of	French.	Striking	 is	 the	 large	number	of	
naturalizations	 involving	 those	 born	 Italian	 and	 those	 born	 Tunisian	 Jews.	
Throughout	 the	 nineteenth	 and	 into	 the	 twentieth	 centuries,	 Italians	 repre-
sented	the	largest	population	of	Europeans	in	Tunisia;	the	French	became	the	
majority	 only	 in	 1920	 thanks	 to	 the	 large	 numbers	 of	 Italians	who	 became	
French	citizens.	Of	 course,	Tunisian	 Jews	 represented	a	diverse	 community	
including	 those	who	 had	 been	 there	 for	 centuries,	 arrivals	 from	Spain,	 and	
Portugal	following	the	Inquisition,	and	later	waves	of	Jewish	immigrants	from	

























there	are	certainly	occasions	 for	using	or	hearing	French	 today	 that	did	not	
e	xist	then:	for	example,	radio	came	to	Tunisia	in	1938).	It	is	also	worth	noting	
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that	the	colonial	census	reports	that	a	large	number	of	Europeans	spoke	Tuni-









Arabic/ French	 codeswitching	 are	 associated	mostly	with	Tunis,	 les tunisois 
— residents	 of	Tunis,	 and	more	 particularly,	 les tunisoises	—	women	 from	
Tunis.	One	hears	both	French	and	codeswitching	far	 less	 in	other	places	—	
even	smaller	cities	—	in	Tunisia,	and	those	who	do	not	live	in	the	capital	city	














































Tunisian	 Jewish,	 and	 Tunisian	Muslim	 families	 to	 varying	 extents	 and	 for	
varying	 reasons	 (Bakalti	 1996;	 Walters	 2007a;	 Zangar	 1997).	 Further,	 as	
Bakalti	noted,	when	education	in	Arabic	was	later	offered	to	girls,	who	were	
permitted	advanced	Qur’anic	education	only	in	1944,	it	was	limited	in	scope	
and	 content.	 By	 the	 1950s,	 for	 example,	 the	 few	 young	 women	 receiving	
higher	education	at	 the	Jaamca	El-Zitouna,	 the	Zitouna	Mosque,	a	center	of	
Islamic	learning	since	its	founding	in	698	CE,	complained	that	their	education	
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that	Ochs	(1992)	used	the	notion.	Clearly,	it	points	to	a	constellation	of	acts,	
activities,	and	stances	about	many	issues,	including	modern	—	in	contrast	to	
traditional	 —	 constructions	 of	 womanhood	 and	 gender	 relations	 generally	
linked	in	complex	ways	with	France	and	the	West	more	broadly.





source	of	capital,	 the	ability	 to	use	a	 language	cannot	be	directly	bought	or	
sold.	Particularly	since,	as	 Irvine	and	Gal	 (2000)	pointed	out,	 in	an	 inflated	





































In	 fact,	 as	Ochs	 (1992)	would	 remind	us,	 the	 steps	 involved	 in	 the	 ideo-




ably,	 the	 heterosexuality	 of	Tunisian	males	who	 speak	French	 a	 great	 deal,	




















Figure	2.	  The iconic relationships between language practices associated with French and gen-
der among Tunisians




parallels	 a	key	component	of	 the	 creation	of	nationalism.	As	Ernest	Renan,	
philosopher	and	theorist	of	nationalism,	a	topic	to	which	we	turn	in	the	next	









women	 than	Tunisian	men	 to	 engage	 in	 codeswitching	 involving	 French.10	




Figure	3.	 Cases of fractal recursivity with respect to French language practices among Tunisians
Figure	4.	 The processes of erasure that gender French in Tunisia
98	 K. Walters
codeswitching	 engaged	 in	 by	 social	 peers	 (if	 only	 for	 the	 interaction);	 the	
meaning	of	the	switching	is	carried	by	the	overall	patterns	of	switches	in	con-
trast	to	the	other	categories	of	codeswitching	she	delineates.11






been	 that	women	violate	 some	unspoken	norm	about	 the	appropriate	use	of	
French	or	choice	or	accent	or	‘r’	in	that	the	frequency	of	their	behavior	exceeds	
that	 of	Tunisian	men.	 Relying	 on	 early	 post-colonial	 theorists	 like	Memmi	
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In	other	words,	Dhaouadi’s	comments	cannot	be	said	to	be	extraordinary	in	
any	sense,	nor	can	they	simply	be	attributed	to	his	being	male.	We	might	note	




series	 of	 explicit	 comparisons	 that	 become	 analogies,	 a	 common	 analytical	
move	in	the	creation	or	analysis	of	ideologies	of	any	kind.	In	Figure	5,	I	present	
these	comparisons	and	link	them	as	Dhaouadi	indirectly	did.
Such	 dichotomous	 analogical	 chains	 are	 a	 key	 component	 of	 ideological	
thinking	generally	and	can	frequently	be	found	in	discussions	where	language	
ideologies	are	at	play.12	In	this	set	of	analogies,	we	see	examples	of	all	three	of	





















in	passing	but	does	not	 investigate	 to	any	degree.	There	 is	also	 the	 issue	of	












Yet,	 fully	 appreciating	 the	 local	meanings	 of	Dhaouadi’s	 claims	 requires	
knowledge	of	 the	 local	context,	specifically,	knowledge	of	 the	nature	of	na-
tional	identity	as	understood	by	Tunisians.	In	the	next	section	of	this	paper,	I	
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whether	the	proper	role	of	Arabic	or	French	in	education,	the	proper	nature	of	
Islam,	or	proposed	changes	to	laws	about	women	and	families	in	society	—	are	
often	 framed	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 dichotomy	 contrasting	aṣaala,	 an	Arabic	 term	
rendered	 into	French	as	authenticité,	with	 tafattuħ,	an	Arabic	 term	rendered	
into	French	as	ouverture.13	For	simplicity,	I’ll	 refer	 to	 the	dichotomy	as	au-







term	 and	 its	 French	 “equivalent”,	 exploiting	 it	masterfully.	 (Such	 bilingual	
slippage	is	a	reality	Tunisians	live	with	daily.)	Significant	here,	however,	are	
the	 facts	 that,	 first,	Tunisians	 generally	 value	 both	 of	 these	 qualities	 highly	









ity”	and	“modernity”.	The	 lexicon	of	Tunisian	Arabic	can	be	 said	 to	 reflect	
aspects	of	 these	dichotomies	as	well.	For	example,	 speakers	distinguish	be-
tween	an	Arab	houses	built	around	a	courtyard,	dar ʕarabi ‘Arab	house’, and	
a	 “villa”,	 a	 European	 (=	French)-style	 house	 that	 is	 not;	 between	 “Arabic”	
c	arrots	 fed	 to	animals	and	“French”14	carrots	eaten	by	people,	 and	between	


























ing,	and	when	 they	do,	 its	meanings	are	often	different	 than	when	Tunisian	
















and	more	 recently,	 President	 Zine	El	Abidine	Ben	Ali	 (e.g.,	 Charrad	 2001;	
Marzuki	1993).










who	had	generally	 received	 bilingual	 educations,	most	 often	 at	 the	Collège	








ferent	message,	a	 loyalty	 to	 their	North	Africanness	 that	exclaimed:	“I	may	
have	become	a	master	of	your	language,	but	you	have	not	become	the	master	



















































While	my	 focus	 has	 been	 the	 construction	 and	 linking	 of	 femininity	 and	
French	by	Tunisians,	I	have	indirectly	been	constructing	the	links	found	there	
between	masculinity	and	Arabic,	even	as	I	raised	questions	about	the	nature	of	
nationalism	 in	 Tunisia	 and	 for	 Tunisians.	 Though	 Tunisians	 often	 contrast	
A	rabic	and	French,	my	observations	near	the	end	of	my	analysis	make	clear	
that	a	more	accurate	formulation	of	the	contrast	might	be	a	more	profoundly	
structuralist	 one:	 monolingual	Arabic	 or	 not	 monolingual	Arabic,	 which	 in	
T	unisia	often	becomes	Arabic/ French	bilingualism,	 including	Arabic/ French	
codeswitching.	Although	 such	 an	 account	 favors	 social	 structures	 over	 the	
agency	of	individuals,	I	have	also	sought	to	demonstrate	ways	in	which	Tuni-
sian	women,	in	particular,	positioned	by	these	ideologies,	find	room	for	agency	
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have	a	more	native-like	accent	when	 they	doing	so.	During	 the	years	 that	 I	
taught	doctoral	students	at	the	University	of	Texas	(1991–2006),	I	often	found	
that	females	from	a	range	of	countries,	more	than	males	from	the	same	coun-







































world,	 or	 the	 developing	world	more	 broadly.	Understanding	 them	 in	 their	
complexity	will	require	that	we	pay	attention	to	the	social	history	of	languages	
and	language	varieties	in	the	speech	communities	we	study,	drawing	on	many	






ing	conferences	 in	Tangier,	Morocco	 (2001),	Lancaster,	UK	(2002),	Berkeley	 (2003)	and	
UT-Austin	(2003)	as	well	as	lectures	at	Rice	University	(2004)	and	Portland	State	University	
(2006).	I	am	deeply	grateful	for	the	comments	from	audience	members	in	all	these	settings	
that	have	led	me	to	 think	about	 the	complex	issues	discussed	in	 this	article	 in	new	ways.	
Thanks	also	to	Jonathan	Tamez	for	his	insights	into	the	situation	described	here.
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with	modern	medicine.)	I	can	attest	 that	many	lexical	 items	and	expressions	of	French	or	
Italian	origin	that	I	learned	in	the	1970s	as	a	student	of	Tunisian	Arabic	have	been	replaced	
by	 their	MSA	 equivalents	 at	 least	 among	 younger	 speakers.	 “Imported”	 is	 not	merely	 a	
marked	switch;	it	is	iconic	in	some	crucial	sense,	laminating	language	choice	and	the	ideol-
ogy	being	held	up	to	ridicule:	anything	imported	is	better	than	anything	local.
	 3.	 With	respect	 to	the	phonology	used	for	renditions	of	“La	Marsa”	in	contrast	 to	its	Arabic	
equivalent,	it	is	important	to	note	that,	as	in	codeswitching	generally,	the	choice	of	a	lexical	
item	—	including	the	rendering	of	a	geographic	place	name	—	may	serve	one	or	more	inter-
actional,	 rhetorical,	 or	 social	 functions	while	 the	 phonology	 used	 to	 pronounce	 it	 serves	




	 4.	 This	 term	 also	 shows	 up	 in	 French	 expressions	 as	 diverse	 as	 “source	 of	 heat”,	 “seismic	



















nizer	was	chosen	as	 a	 “neutral”	national	 language,	whether	or	not	 it	was	granted	official	





























understanding	of	 the	 social	history	of	 languages	and	 language	varieties.	 In	 fact,	many	of	
these	observations,	along	with	other	relevant	ones,	can	be	found	in	the	discussion	included	
as	part	of	Riahi	(1968).

































all.	Thus,	 like	many	historians,	 especially	 earlier	 ones,	 the	historical	 subject	 or	 citizen	 is	
genderless	or	more	likely	assumed	to	be	male.
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